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Science Fiction, by Linda L. Rigsbee

Abbi carefully brought her airship into line with the landing deck of Spaceship Moeder. She could see Sonya through the tower window, smiling as she manned the directional docking lamps.

Abbi skillfully docked the airship and shut it down before exiting into the spaceship. It always took her a few minutes to adjust from weightlessness to the artificial gravity of the spaceship. She took the tower steps two at a time and Sonya looked up from her work as she entered the tower.

Sonya smiled. “So, how was your visit? How is little Keanu?”

Abbi wrinkled her nose. “Growing. Too fast.”

Sonya giggled. “Oh, come on now. How much can a boy grow in two years?

Abbi sighed. “I know. It was my decision to join the service, and I realize how privileged I have been to be able to visit my mate and child frequently.” She paused a moment and nodded. “And that I had the opportunity to be trained by the best, therefore, docking a year off my service. Still...”

“Are you sorry you joined?”

Abbi gave her a sour look. “You know better than that. I did get to spend the first year with my baby. I think I needed this time to really appreciate both of them. Donte has been both parents to Keanu and has supported my decision from the beginning. He has never complained. He doesn’t need to. I do all the complaining so he doesn’t have to.”

Sonya laughed. “Well, I’ve never had a mate or a baby, but I can imagine how difficult being separated from them for long stretches could be.”

Abbi nodded. “Well, I’d better report to Commander Adriaan.”

Sonya waved a hand. “He’s already asked me three times if you have returned yet.”

Abbi grimaced. “Ugh. I hope I’m not in trouble.”

Sonya grunted. “He doesn’t think you can do anything wrong. Neither does Cadah.”

Abbi had started to leave, but turned back to Sonya. “I’m sorry. I guess I have an advantage, being mates with the Supreme Commander.”

Sonya laughed. “Get out of here. They don’t just like you; they love you like a daughter – and Donte like a son. They love you because of who you are, not because of your mate. Everyone loves you.”

Abbi rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah.” Whether they loved her or not, she wore the uniform of an officer because she had worked hard and earned it. Hopefully, everyone knew that.

As for her personal life, Keanu had cried when she first left to join the service, but after two years of absence, he viewed her as a visitor, not a mother. In all her plans, she had never considered that. She only had a few more months to go before her enlistment was up. She didn’t regret what she had done, but if she had it to do over again, she didn’t know if she would make the same decision.

She left the tower and went down the stairs to the deck. From there, she followed the corridor to Commander Adriaan’s office.

He looked up when she entered and smiled. “Oh, there you are. I wasn’t certain when you were supposed to return. Did you have a nice leave?”

She nodded. “Very nice, as usual.”

He waved a beefy hand at a chair. “Shut the door and have a seat. I wanted to talk to you about something.”

She shut the door and sat in the chair he indicated. Had something gone wrong in her absence? She waited for him to finish writing.

He set the paper aside. “I’m sure you’re aware of Donte’s history with Planet Opus.”

She stared at him. “Yes.” What was going on with that planet now?

He leaned back in his chair. “I want you to prepare the troops for an unusual celebration. For the first time, it won’t be on Planet Purlieu. It will be on the Esparanza 1.”

The Esparanza 1 was the replacement for Spaceship Lyra, lost six years ago. It had taken Purlieu that long to build a new one.

She nodded. “Yes Monomi.”

He sat there looking at her, as if waiting for a question. She had a dozen of them, starting with; why were they celebrating on a spaceship and what did they need to prepare for?

He chuckled. “We have a mission.”

“On Opus?”

“Possibly. Donte senses something is wrong there. I don’t have all the facts yet.”

Donte hadn’t said anything to her about sensing something wrong on Opus, and she didn’t sense anything. Of course, she was relatively new at that sort of thing. Donte had been doing it all his life. His special abilities had awakened hers and he had trained her to hone her interfacing and sensing skills.

“Am I supposed to be preparing the troops for a mission?”

“No. I want them ready for a formal celebration on the Esparanza 1. We may be taking it on its first mission to Opus, with raw replacement troops.” He sighed. “Considering what happened to the Lyra, I suppose it’s no surprise Donte is concerned.”

Actually, the Lyra had been destroyed by the childish actions of a seasoned trooper. They had evacuated in record time with a load of unseasoned troops. That had been her first voyage on a Spaceship. Donte had never said anything about new unseasoned troops having any responsibility for the disaster. He had been concerned about so few mascots in the crew, but it had been a mascot who caused the explosion – racing an unseasoned trooper back to the ship.

She frowned. “I’m a little confused. Are you saying that the troops might have the celebration and then have to delay their return to Purlieu? Am I supposed to tell them this?”

He looked startled. “No. I’m saying I don’t know what is going to happen yet. I want you to prepare them for a formal celebration. There will be people from Planet Oriel and officials from Purlieu. This will be a dedication as well as a celebration of troops returning.”

“Oh, I see. When will the Esparanza 1 arrive here at Arcane?”

He shook his head. “It won’t. We will meet it with the Moeder in space. The troops will remain on the Moeder and be returned to Purlieu. We will be taking the Oriel officials to Opus before returning to Arcane.”

There had to be more. This didn’t sound like a mission. It wasn’t the normal procedure, but the troops would need little preparation. Perhaps he was hedging around the fact that she would be separated from her family for an extended amount of time. If they merely met the Esparanza 1 and exchanged troops, had the celebration and returned, that would take at least six weeks.

Adriaan folded his arms on his desk and looked at her. “I’m going to retire during the celebration, but I don’t want that to get out.”

Adriaan had been a commander for over two centuries. There had been a time when Mascots were expected to spend most of their 400-year life expectancy in servitude. She had thought he and his mate enjoyed that life. Cadah had commanded a spaceship for over a century.

She forced a smile. “Congratulations.” She sobered. “Who will take your place; Cadah?”

He shook his head. “No. We want to be together, so we’re both retiring. I don’t have confirmation on a replacement yet.”

It wasn’t like Adriaan to be so evasive – which was probably why he wasn’t any good at it. He was as transparent as a glass of water. There was no reason for him to tell her any of this. On that thought, had Donte been hiding it or was she the first to know about it? Obviously, the base officials on Arcane knew. They would be choosing the replacement. Donte used to do that. Strange.

He stood. “I’m sure you have things you need to address and I’m keeping you from them. We’ll discuss this later when I have more information.”

She left his office wondering why he was talking to her about this instead of the Premier Infantry Commander. Yes, she’d had a close relationship with both Adriaan and Cadah since she had met them, but she had tried to keep that separate from her professional life when she joined the service.

Abbi explained to the troops that they would be preparing for a formal military celebration on the Esparanza 1 and returning to Purlieu on the Moeder. She answered their questions and said nothing about a possible mission coming up or Adriaan’s retirement.

After she dismissed the troops, she went to the dining area and got a hot drink. Sonya walked in. May I join you, Nami?

Abbi stood and gave her a slight bow. “Please do.”

They both sat at the table and Sonya glanced around, as if making sure they were alone. She leaned toward Abbi and lowered her voice to barely over a whisper.

“Are you part of the planning group for Adriaan’s retirement reception?”

Abbi stared at her a moment, unsure how to respond. “Retirement? Who said he was going to retire?”

Sonya sighed. “Cadah is planning a surprise retirement. She asked if I wanted to help.” She studied Abbi’s face. “Have you seen her yet?”

“No, and I don’t think Commander Adriaan wants everyone to know.”

Sonya nodded. “It would be kind of difficult to keep it quiet while recruiting help, but I’ll keep that in mind.” She paused again and smiled sympathetically. “I’m sure she’ll invite you to help.”

Two weeks later, she had talked to Cadah on a few occasions, but Cadah had never mentioned a retirement reception. Abbi didn’t feel excluded, just curious. They were preparing to depart from Arcane to meet the Esparanza 1. Donte had not interfaced anything about sensing trouble on Arcane. Perhaps he no longer sensed anything – or wanted to keep it between him and Commander Adriaan.

She sat in the dining area, nursing a hot drink and mourning the fact that she wouldn’t see Donte and Keanu before they left. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be going to Opus. That would add another six weeks in travel time, let alone the time stuck at Opus.

Commander Adriaan walked through the door and she stood suddenly at attention. Her chair fell over and she left it there. Commander Adriaan tried to hide his amusement but eventually gave up and grinned.

Warmth flooded her face, but she managed to remain professional. A tall lean figure entered the room carrying a child. Her heart skipped a beat and then worked overtime to catch up. She would be able to say goodbye to Donte and Keanu after all.

She set the chair up and tried to calm her thudding heart as she approached them. Commander Adriaan stepped aside to give her access to Donte. She held out her hands for Keanu and he plunged into her arms, giggling.

“I’m glad I got to see you both before we left,” she told Donte.

Donte glanced at Commander Adriaan with a confused expression before he turned back to her. “We’re coming with you.”

She looked at Commander Adriaan and found him grinning. So this was what he had been hiding.

She shifted Keanu to one hip and hugged Donte. “I’m so glad to hear that!”

Donte hugged her. “Opus is celebrating 25 years since it was colonization and they invited everyone who was involved in the process.”

“Oh.” She looked at Commander Adriaan again. “Will we be sharing quarters?”

Donte chuckled. “You’ll be sharing a room with me and Keanu.” He looked at Adriaan with an expression that indicated the decision was final.

So that was the mission at Opus
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